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In a May 21 address broadcast on nationwide radio and television, Colombian President Virgilio
Barco announced that he has proposed several reforms to the nation's constitution designed to
"modernize the state and overcome the crisis of violence." First is the creation of a parliamentary
system, under which the prime minister's actions and policy decision would be subject to a vote
of censorship or rejection by the national legislature. Barco said that this system would enhance
democratic government since responsibility for policy would no longer fall exclusively on the
president, and it would facilitate the transmission of legislation to the Congress. [This proposal
represents a significant change in Colombia's rigid presidential system, under which the chief of
state enjoys extremely broad powers. Presidential decisions in several areas, such as the ability to
cancel citizens' constitutional rights via state of emergency decrees, are not subject to censorship
or rejection by the legislature.] Other proposed reforms include: Legislative mechanisms to launch
referendums in order to consult the electorate on questions of national importance. Barco said
that such referendums would enhance direct participation by Colombian citizens in the political
system. Recall of members of the national congress. Elimination of a constitutional provision
which effectively obligates the president to appoint members of the opposition party to ministerial
positions in more or less equal proportion to appointees from his own party. [In legislative language,
this is known as "parity" in ministerial appointments. Historically, the opposition party's refusal
to "accept" appointments has been an instrument employed in delegitimizing the administration
in power. Barco's Liberal Party government is confronted with this situation.] Direct election of
department governors. [Under the Colombian constitution, the president appoints governors.]
Modification of constitutional provisions related to circumstances justifying state of emergency
decrees, and arbitrary decisionmaking perogatives exercised by the president under such decrees.
One modification would be a change in terminology: the state of siege or state of emergency would
henceforth be used only in the event of foreign war. Next, presidential powers would be limited
(compared to current powers) under a "state of alarm" and other special decrees promulgated in
cases of domestic insurrection. Expansion of workers' "health rights," or the availability of free
hospitalization to all workers. Barco also mentioned the "strengthening" of the nation's justice
system in order to more adequately protect and defend human rights. Details were not provided.
(Basic data from AP, 05/21/88) [Some observers of Colombian politics have reacted to the president's
announcement with skepticism, expressed in the following remark: "It's simply too little, too late."
Such pronouncements are based, in part, on the longstanding use of violence in Colombia for
"resolving" labor disputes to simple differences of political opinion, and everything in between.
Included here are both the "illegitimate" violence practiced by drug traffickers and guerrillas,
and the "legitimate" violence practiced by the military, police and paramilitary groups. (Violence
perpetrated by the latter is as legitimate per se as that implemented by the armed forces and the
police, since in Colombia, the creation of paramilitary organizations read death squads is legal.)
President Barco's government is in trouble on several fronts. In a recent article, journalists Kate
Doyle and Mark Statman (The Nation, 05/21/88) describe the Colombian context immediately
prior to the president's announcement of constitutional reforms. Highlights from the article are
summarized below: For many Colombians, the Army's highly publicized offensive against the
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Medellin drug cartel has mainly served to deflect attention from the "dirty war" being carried out
by rightwing paramilitary groups, and from a recent report by the Colombian intelligence agency
linking members of the Army's Voltigeros Brigade with the April massacre of over 20 peasants
in the northwestern town of Uraba. Many Colombians dismiss the anti-drug offensive, noting
that no major narcotraficante has yet been apprehended, and that the offensive seems mainly
to involve televised media events for displaying confiscated cocaine. Amnesty International's
recently released study, titled "Colombia: A Human Rights Emergency," asserts that the military
exercises a deliberate policy of terror and political murder. In 1987, the government counted over
1,000 political killings attributed to death squads. According to Amnesty, since then "the range
of victims has extended far beyond left-wing opponents of the government to include people
known for their civic, academic or cultural contribution to society." Included among the murdered,
disappeared and tortured are teachers, students, human rights activists, farmers, peasants, artists,
journalists, and labor leaders and activists. Government sources indicate that since January, political
murders average 10 per day. Colombia has the highest ratio of killings per capita worldwide among
countries not at war. Murder is the principal cause of death for males between the ages of 15 and 44.
According to Amnesty, it is precisely in those areas where the military has imposed the most severe
restrictions on local populations' freedom of movement and constitutional rights in general justified
by the presence of guerrillas that the death squads are most active. President Barco's economic
policies have been described as disastrous. Government figures indicate that nearly 50% of all
Colombians (and 75% in the countryside) live in "absolute poverty," and half of those in "absolute
misery."]
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